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Moster Marie: A Brief Essay About My Aunt,
Marie Cockrell1
by Otto Brask
In January 1889 my grandparents, Anders and Mathilde Petersen,
living in Nakskov, Denmark, were blessed with their third child,
Marie Louise. They already had two boys; during the next sixteen
years, they added twelve more children to their family for a total of
fifteen children. My mother was the eighth child, right in the middle.
We boys later knew Marie as "Moster Marie" ("master" is Danish for
"mother's sister"). It seemed natural that Marie would help care for
her younger siblings while her mother had her hands full running
the big household. She finished tenth grade in the public schools and
spent a year serving as a domestic maid away from home. Then, at the
age of seventeen, she chose to join her two older brothers, who had left
Denmark earlier and now lived in Portland, Oregon, "to keep house
for them," m y mother sai d . A few postcards with sparse information
tell very little about their lives in the new country from 1906 to 1910.
In 1911 Marie met and married Thomas Cockrell. He worked for
the railroads as a stationmaster and telegraph operator. A year later
she gave birth to a daughter, Louise, named after a sister in Denmark.
Joy and happiness! The first few years, we are told, while Uncle Tom
still worked with the railroads, they also tended an orchard near
Hood River, Oregon, but, according to Marie, a spring freeze ruined
that enterprise.
As time went on, life dealt her several strange blows. As she told
my wife and me many years later, "We were traveling on the train,
when I was nine months pregna nt with my second child, but had to
get off the train in a hurry, as the child was due. " Thus m y cousin
Susan was born. Soon after, in 1917, their lives would change again,
when Tom's father, Robert Cockrell, won in the "Land Lottery," as
one of over five thousand lucky individuals granted free land on the
southern half of the Colville Indian Reservation in the state of Washington. In the book, Late Frontier, Bruce Wilson explains: "Exploring
the area for the first time, new settlers had reason to believe they had
entered the Garden of Eden . Nurtured by a heavy snowfall the previ-
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ous winter and a rainy spring, the entire range was in full bloom. Every canyon had a stream, every depression was a lake, and springs ran
from rocks, where no spring had ever run before. Great things were
expected. Excitement ran high as thousands of new settlers moved
into the country, most believing they would soon become prosperous farmers." Paradise beckoned the Cockrell family! Federal records
show that, in September 1916, Robert Cockrell was allotted 320 acres
near Soap Lake Road, approximately 6 miles south of Okanogan,
Washington parts of Section 7 and 18, Township 32, Range 26. He was
sixty-eight years old, an advanced age for a new homesteader, but had
in mind to help his son and his family to a better life.
Tom and his father built a twelve-by-eighteen-foot clapboard
shack on the hillside, where the family homesteaded and lived for the
next eight years. There was a spring nearby, and a nice stand of pine
trees. The hills were covered with sagebrush and flowers and the valley was knee-deep in grass. They worked hard cutting the brush and
turning the sod into tillable farmland. It was backbreaking work, to be
sure - but listen to the optimistic words Marie wrote in a letter to her
parents in Denmark on Easter Sunday 1919, two years into their new
life. Thirty years old with two little girls in a small house out in the
sticks, she attempted to make the family back home in Denmark feel
comfortable about her situation: 2
Dear Parents,
I want you to know that we have good land here, but it
takes time to make a farm out of raw land. It also takes
money, but we are doing better all along. We have 30 acres
in winter wheat, and it looks good. We shall plant more
corn this year, as it did well last year. Our horses are fat
from feeding on grass all winter, so we sold last year's hay
for a good price in the early spring. We have two cows and
will buy more, if we can get them, for we are doing well
here. I wish you could see the lovely butter I make. We
also have 40 chickens and will hatch more little chicks this
week.
Louise and Susan are both healthy and the sweetest girls.
Susan is two years old and speaks a great deal now, Louise
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is almost as proud of her as Tom is of both of them. Next
winter we may move down to Okanogan so Louise can
start school. She is 7 years old, but there is no school out
here, and 6 miles is too far to walk every day. We have no
telephone and poor mail delivery, because this is a new
area with few white people. There are more Indians than
white folks out here. Tom's father and mother are both
here. They are in good health; they walk a lot up and
down the hills. "Hills and Mountains we have all around
us," walking them gives us all good appetite.
I shall stop writing now and go to bed.
Your ever-devoted daughter, Marie
From this we get a picture of a courageous young woman proud of
her own and her husband's accomplishments as novice farmers. She
had high hopes for the future. In the letter she makes no mention of
the fact that her husband Tom, at the age of forty, had left a steady job
with the railroads for the dream of owning his own piece of land. Nor
did she mention the hardship of subzero winters in a flimsy house
on the wind-swept hills of the eastern Washington wilderness, away
from city comforts, schools, stores, and close neighbors. Surely everything would only get better. Indeed, later that year they bought two
cows and a pig, built a barn to store the hay, and even made plans to
build a better house-next year, maybe.
As it turned out, their time in "paradise" was brief. In 1925-26
they were driven off the land by drought. Sparse snow and rainfall
caused the spring to dry up. The grass withered, the land did not produce a crop, and the animals died. As Bruce Wilson notes, "In all the
valleys and across the hills, kerosene lights went out in the windows
of wind-weathered farm houses. The days of many homesteaders
passed into memory." The impoverished family moved, first to Monse
then to Okanogan in 1929, where Uncle Tom worked as a carpenter
and handyman. He died in 1932, just fifty-six years old. Marie worked
as a laundress, as a helper in the bakery, and later took a job making
apple crates in the sawmill.
A high point in her regular working life then may well have
been the visit of her mother, Mathilde Johanne Petersen, in 1936, the
year Susie graduated from Okanogan High School. Traveling alone,
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Grandma came all the way from Denmark to spend a week, a whole
week, with her oldest daughter, whom she hadn't seen for thirty years
and would never see again.

Marie and her mother Mathilde Johanne Petersen
in Okanogan, Washington in 1936.

The well-documented flood of the entire Columbia River basin
in 1948 inundated Marie's small rented house on Second and Maple
in the town of Okanogan. "It was exiting when the river first started
rising" she wrote in a letter to her daughter, Louise, then living in
Wenatchee, "but when the water went over the bridge, gushed down
the street and filled our basement, I had to get out. What a mess it left,
32 inches up the walls in the living room, mud all over." She described
the devastation in a letter home. Most of her belongings were ruined.
Marie and Susan, like so many other folks in this area, were forced
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to stay in temporary shelter. Damages from this natural catastrophe
caused many people's ruin in towns along the rivers all the way to
Portland, Oregon.

* * *
I first met my "Moster Marie" in 1954. At that time, she lived
North of Winthrop, Washington, keeping house for Mrs. Wagner at
the Chewack River Ranch. Living by herself in a small house across
the road she seemed happy, quite cheerful and comfortable about her
situation in life.
"I should like to have a little place of my own and a few pigs
would keep the rattlesnakes at bay," she volunteered. In late 1955 she
moved to Brewster, Washington. Around her new house, she planted
a lovely garden with flowers and fruit trees, peaches and apricots.
From here she had a view of the Columbia River.

Moster Marie in Brewster, Washington,
Summer 1965.
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In spite of her meager income and the many drastic changes she
had endured, she remained optimistic and cheerful throughout her
life. Over the years, she wrote many interesting letters to her relatives
back in Denmark, letters about this beautiful country and about her
life among friendly, helpful people. Her accounts were interesting
enough that I too decided to come to "the promised land." She was
always active. She bicycled and ice-skated into old age and enjoyed
floating on inner tubes down the Okanogan River in the summer time.
She tended her lovely garden around her cozy home in Brewster till
she died at the age of eighty in August of 1969.

* **
Several years later, in 1992 I believe, curious about their lives at
the homestead, my wife and I asked my cousin, Louise, then living
in Bridgeport, if she thought we could find the place near Soap Lake
where they had lived. "Sure," she answered. Up a dusty dirt road we
drove, winding our way into the hills on Soap Lake Road to a green
meadow on the left. "This is the spring, where we carried our water
for daily use," she explained. A little further down the sandy road,
now pointing to the right: "Here is the place."
There was no house any more, just a few weathered boards. A
shallow indentation in the ground indicated where the root cellar had
been. Their chopping block, an old weathered tree stump, lay nearby.
A rusting five-gallon kerosene can, the top from a Clapper Girl baking powder jar, and the sole of a child's shoe were the only signs that
a family had ever lived in this barren place. Nearby a few currant
bushes still grew on the hillside among the sagebrush, remnants of
a garden once nurtured by Marie. "My father planted this," Louise
said proudly, putting her hand on the last fence post standing. What
a solemn moment.
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Louise, Marie's daughter, at the homestead
near Soap Lake in 1992.

Endnotes
1
The original version of this essay was previously published in Heritage,
Okanogan County Historical Society, Summer 2005. It was revised in
January 2018 for The Bridge.
2
My translation.
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